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In mid-August, the Venezuelan Congress approved two joint ventures between state-owned
oil companies and foreign firms, marking the first private investment in the oil sector since the
petroleum industry was nationalized in 1976. On Aug. 11, Congress finally approved the Cristobal
Colon liquid gas project, which had been pending in the legislature since 1991. The project calls
for a partnership between the state holding company Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) and three
foreign firms Shell, Exxon, and Mitsubishi to exploit Venezuela's vast liquid natural gas reserves
in the Paria peninsula, on the country's north- eastern coast. Under the 1976 nationalization
law, no private investment is permitted in the oil industry without prior congressional approval.
The new partners estimate that by the end of the decade, Cristobal Colon will produce about
735 million cubic feet of natural gas per day, for a total of 4.4 million metric tons per year. Total
investment in the project will surpass US$5.6 billion, the lion's share in a huge processing plant
on the peninsula. Plant construction will begin in 1996, and should be completed before the year
2000. The participating companies have already invested about US$30 million in various feasibility
studies over the past two years, including geological studies of the targeted area, and financial,
technical, and environmental evaluations. Project spokespersons say the companies will invest
another US$200 million in more geological and feasibility studies over the next couple of years.
PDVSA will maintain a 33% stake in the project. Of the remaining shares, Shell will be given a 30%
stake, Exxon 29%, and Mitsubishi 8%. According to PDVSA representatives, the government chose
Shell as a partner for its advanced technological capacity in the exploitation of natural gas. Exxon
was chosen in order to take advantage of the vast network of gas pipelines that company operates
in the US, where the firm controls about 10% of the US liquid gas market. Mitsubishi was included
because it manages about 90% of the liquid gas trade worldwide. Meanwhile, on Aug. 13, Congress
also approved a US$1.97 billion extra-heavy crude oil project between the US firm Conoco, and
Maraven, a subsidiary of PDVSA which manages petroleum exploration, production, transportation,
refining, and both domestic and international marketing. Maraven will hold a maximum 49.9%
stake in the joint venture, Conoco 49.9%, and an as-yet undetermined financial partner two-tenths
of one percent, although officials say the split could vary and that some shares might be sold on
the Caracas stock exchange. The project is expected to start operations in 1998. (Sources: Notimex,
08/11/93; Agence France-Presse, 08/09/93, 08/11/93; New York Times, 08/16/93)
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